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Introduction 
This year, 2017, will be the year that the Royal Netherlands Air Force will field its first 
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV’s) (Eshel, 2015). By doing so, the Dutch military shifts 
towards a new type of warfare, the so-called distant warfare, which is based on risk reduction 
and distancing society from the horrors of war (Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 2015, p. 185). 
By deploying remote controlled weaponry, wars can be partially fought from a distance. The 
United States were the first to use this new type of warfare, in their so-called War on Terror. 
But can the use of these remotely controlled weapons be ethically justified?   
 The development of combat UAV’s has brought about a major shift in warfare. 
Several decades ago, the idea of a war area included the physical presence of combatants of 
all the parties involved. Today, due to the use of UAV’s, combatants are able to fight a war 
without having to be physically present in the war zone. The popularity of the use of UAV’s 
is growing as (mostly Western) societies are becoming increasingly risk-averse. Politically 
this is understandable, as UAV’s make it easier for Western governments to justify certain 
international military missions. The lowered risk of casualties then takes pressure off the 
decision-making process to have recourse to the use of force.     
 The use of UAV’s seems very logical from the point of view of the states that possess 
them, but is it ethically just to use them in conflicts? This is important to determine, since 
distant warfare will most likely further expand in the future. Therefore, in this thesis, I will 
explore the ethical aspects of the use of UAV’s, since these newly introduced weapons might 
have a bigger influence on warfare than would appear on first sight. I will do so by examining 
the following research question:  
“Does the use of weaponized drones affect the morality of warfare as deliberated in the Just 
War theory?”  
To answer this question I will first look at the introduction and the use of armed drones in 
contemporary warfare. I will define the concepts that will be used throughout this thesis, 
starting by defining the concept of Revolutionary Military Affairs (RMA) and the 
development of combat UAV’s within this cycle. Then I will explain the origins, fundaments 
and principles of the Just War theory. After having introduced these concepts, I will use the 
principles of the Just War theory to assess the ethical aspects of the rise of the UAV’s in 
armed combat. I will then further elaborate on this analysis, assessing the consequences of 
these implications for warfare as such. To end this thesis I will show the debate on the 
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changing nature of warfare, and examine whether the Just War theory is still applicable to 
wars after the introduction of remotely controlled precision strike weaponry.  
 
The introduction of drones in warfare 
Drones, or unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV’s), are flying remotely controlled devices that, 
can be piloted from a fair distance. The most basic drones are merely equipped with cameras, 
used to record images. Governments and (international) organizations mainly use these 
drones for surveillance purposes, such as spying on drugs cartels, surveying rural areas and 
controlling borders (Wall & Monahan, 2011, p. 2). Individuals are able to purchase, possess 
and control UAV’s as well. UAV’s can also be equipped with precision strike weaponry. 
These so-called combat UAV’s are constructed to fire missiles and destroy targets. I will 
assess the effects of this latter type of UAV’s, those possessed by states or (international) 
organizations. To maintain focus on the ethical effects of combat UAV’s, I will disregard all 
other types of drones.           
 Drones made their first contribution to warfare in the war in the former republic of 
Yugoslavia in the 1990’s. There they were solely used for surveillance purposes. It was only 
after 9/11 that weaponized drones made their first appearance in warfare, deployed by the 
United States in the War on Terror (Bruntstetter & Braun, 2011, p. 340).    
 A lot of wealthy states possess weaponized UAV’s. Most of these states are Western 
(Jenks, 2010, p. 654). However, only the United States deploy weaponized drones regularly. 
Hence most existent research is focused on the use of armed UAV’s in the War on Terror. In 
this war, the CIA deploys drones to execute targeted killings on leaders or members of 
Muslim extremist terrorist organizations. The War on Terror is named under the Homeland 
Security program of the United States (Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 2015, p. 144). This 
program, which was established a year after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, was launched to 
improve the security of life and property in the United States against domestic and 
international threats (Wise, 2006, p. 302) (Friedman & Cannon, 2007, p. 1).   
  Weaponized drones are equipped with precision strike weapons, which allow 
the pilots of the drones to execute targeted killings. Therefore, drones are useful in cases in 
which a fixed killing list can be composed. The War on Terror is an example of such a case; 
The CIA determines its targets before they attack and try to destroy those targets. The pilots 
that execute these killings are located thousands of kilometres away in Nevada, operating 
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from a safe position (Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 2015, p. 187). Thus, combat UAV’s 
allows those that possess them to destroy pre-determined targets, without risking the lives of 
the pilots. This creates a comparative advantage for the states that deploy armed drones. 
Unsurprisingly, predictions are that the drone industry will expand, and the number of states 
using weaponized drones will increase (Rand Corporation, 2014, p. 11).    
  This new type of warfare made its first appearance in the NATO-led 
intervention in Kosovo. High altitude bombings were executed, which resulted in a lot of 
damage and casualties in Kosovo as well as in Serbia, including a lot of collateral damage 
and civilian casualties, while the NATO-troops remained untouched (Peoples & Vaughan-
Williams, p. 190). This ‘distance warfare’ has continued to appear and the introduction of 
combat drones in warfare is contributing to further use of this strategy. Due to the 
technological developments, a type of war emerges that no longer physically exists as such 
for the user (Der Derian, 2000a). These developments are related to two concepts: 
RMA’s, which will be explained in the next paragraph, and the Western way of war. The 
latter concept describes “the idea that Western states and militaries have developed a way of 
battle that emphasises technological superiority as a means to assure both military victory and 
minimisation of casualties.” (Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, p. 185). New developments are 
tested and incorporated as quickly as possible, so the party in question is able to enjoy its 
comparative advantage. The first developments of techniques in which attacks could be 
executed from a distance were high altitude bombings and firing missiles. However, a 
combatant does need to be physically present to some extent in order to either fly the airplane 
or to push the button to launch a missile. This changed in the latest development, weaponized 
UAV’s can be controlled from thousands of kilometres away (Peoples & Vaughan, 2015, p. 
187).  Additionally, the Western way of war describes how Western society is increasingly 
risk averse. Drones equipped with precision strike weapons contribute to the pursued risk 
transfer, meaning to relocate the risk from own fatalities to fatalities under the enemy 
combatants only.       The Western way of war is built 
on a principle of comparative advantage, a technological one in this case. Thus, this type of 
warfare can only exist if the opponent does not have access to similar resources. This is the 
case in an asymmetrical war.    A war is asymmetric when the parties that are 
involved have access to a significantly different amount of resources. A state’s army, 
especially the one of a big and powerful state like the United States, knows a high level of 
organization and has got access to a substantial amount of resources. This in contrast to the 
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enemies of the United States in the War on Terror. Non-state actors, like the terrorist 
organisations in question, find themselves in a different setting. The level of organization is 
by far not as high as in a state’s army, meaning the management and institutions are looser. 
Moreover, these organisations have less access to resources since they are not, officially, 
sponsored by the government. A war between armies of these two different levels  results in 
an asymmetric war, in which one of the parties possesses an advantage over the other party in 
terms of organisation and capacity (Paulus & Vashakmadze, 2009, p. 116). This is an 
important aspect for this particular research, focusing on the technological advantages, as a 
result of greater access to resources. It is this asymmetrical component of the American 
distant warfare in the Middle-East that raises ethical uncertainties.     
       One of the causes of this asymmetry is a 
process called “Revolution in Military Affairs” (RMA) (Newmyer Deal, 2014). Civilian and 
military technological innovations are used to provide the military with enhanced strike 
capability that allows it in turn to rely on smaller troop numbers (Peoples & Vaughan-
Williams, 2015, p. 185). RMA’s develop in cycles, which are often completed after 
improvements have been made regarding the RMA in question. An RMA would start off with 
a technological or strategical development, usually designed by a state that has access to a 
substantial amount of resources. This weapon or technique will then be adopted in this 
particular state’s warfare. Depending on its benefits, this state will then carry through with 
the new invention and advance in the RMA cycle. The next phase will then be for other states 
and armies to adopt this new technique in their warfare. The cycle is completed once the new 
technique has been adopted by all relevant parties. A recent example of an RMA is the 
development of nuclear weapons. With regard to armed UAV’s, we find this development 
within an as yet uncompleted RMA-cycle. Since the United States have access to a wide 
range of resources, as I mentioned above, it was able to adopt and incorporate this technique 
fairly quickly. This is in contrast to the state and non-state actors it is fighting against, who 
are miles away from obtaining modern technologies, such as drones. So this incomplete 
RMA-cycle contributes to the asymmetry in the War on Terror.     
  Since we find ourselves in the middle of this most recent RMA, ethical aspects 
are not as yet clear. It would be premature to judge the use of armed drones as ethically 
justified (Killmister, 2008, p. 122).         
  In this thesis, I will assess the ethical aspect of the use of armed UAV’s by 
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applying principles stemming from the Just War doctrine. In the next section these principles 
and the doctrine that produced them, will be introduced and elaborated.  
The Just War theory 
The Just War theory is applicable in this case, since it describes what a justifiable war should 
look like. The moral framework the theory provides is relevant for contemporary warfare. I 
will later elaborate on this.  The Just War Theory is a moral and judiciary doctrine that has 
arisen from a combination of Christian beliefs and natural law. This doctrine puts forward a 
set of conditions for an “ideal war” (Neff, 2008, p. 53). A war would be completely ethically 
justified when all these conditions are met.        
 The original outlines of the Just War framework were first constructed during the 
Middle Ages. The use of force, and therefore war, could not be justified in Early Christianity. 
However, situations in which the use of force would be urgent, did exist in both the domestic 
and international context. Inside the borders, sovereigns were expected to maintain order, but 
to do so, the use of force was sometimes necessary. On the other hand, the sovereign was 
expected to protect its civilians from foreign threats, meaning that the use of force could be 
crucial for the ruler to be able to fulfil his duty. Therefore, the Christian community needed a 
way to justify the use of force. Philosophers and theologians put their minds and morals 
together and created the Just War doctrine. The doctrine embodies influences of both 
Christian beliefs and natural law. It consists of a number of principles which are to be met in 
order for a war to be ethically justified. Even though the principles can be contested, there is 
general agreement on their foundations (Neff, 2008). The Just War theory was the gateway 
for Christians to overcome the obstacle of pacifism and justify war in their normal state of 
peace. Nowadays, the Just War theory is used to assess the ethical justness of a particular 
war.   The Just War theory has developed over the years. Writers and philosophers 
expressed criticism and made new suggestions. Nonetheless, the core of the principles that 
were composed in the Middle Ages has remained unchanged. For this research I have chosen 
to use the five principles of Just War as put forward by Stephen C. Neff in his book ‘War and 
the law of nations’ (2008). The reason I have done so is because these five principles contain 
the core of the Just War doctrine, without any superfluous additions, which will only make 
the theory appear more complex. In addition, writers like Walzer (1977), Weigel (1999) and 
Clooney (2003) have developed similar sets of principles, based on the principles of Neff. 
This proves that Neff’s set of principles forms a basic framework. To explain the evolution of 
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these principles and their contemporary significance, I use J.T. Johnson’s work: ‘Morality 
and contemporary warfare’ (Johnson, 1999).       
  The five principles Neff puts forward are Auctoritas, Personae, Res, Justa 
Causa, and Animus. The first of these principles is Auctoritas. The principle of Auctoritas 
defines the entity that possesses the competent authority to declare war. Fundamentally, this 
entity possesses sovereign power. The sovereign is responsible to protect the society and is 
therefore authorized to recourse to the use of force to protects its citizens (Johnson, 1999, p. 
48).  Both parties involved in the conflict have to meet this principle. This prevents domestic 
law enforcement from being perceived as a just war (Neff, 2008, p. 50). During the Middle 
Ages, competent authority was in the hands of the sovereign, a natural person, but this 
principle evolved over time. Due to formalisation of international institutions in international 
law, the principle of Auctoritas now regards the state as the only entity with competent 
authority. As a result, the decision to use force needs to be made by a government in order for 
a war to be, at least partially, justified (Johnson, 1999, p. 52). Already it appears that wars of 
an asymmetric kind are unlikely to meet this principle.      
    The second principle of the Just War theory is described as 
Personae. This principle determines who should fight and who should be fought. It serves to 
distinguish fighting combatants from civilians that are ought to be protected against the 
horrors of warfare. In medieval times, children, women, elderly and clergy were excluded 
(Neff, 2008, p. 50). As the principle of Auctoritas evolved over time, so did the principle of 
Personae. With the formalisation of international law, a sharp distinction was made between 
non-combatants and combatants. In modern day warfare, combatants are allowed to fight 
combatants, but non-combatants are not to be involved in the battles. This is as a result of the 
total wars that emerged in the 20
th
 century and involved complete societies in warfare. This 
made the morals of civilians turn against the idea of waging war (Johnson, 1999). It is 
particularly important to test this principle on the usage of drones in asymmetrical warfare, 
since the development of remotely controlled weaponry allows the military to remove its 
combatants from the risky warzones. The third principle included in the Just War Theory is 
called Res. The Res is the case for which the war is fought, and should be seen as the 
practical motivation. Examples of a Res are; reconquering a piece of territory that was 
unjustly taken, or a punishment for a crime that someone has committed. A Res shows the 
cause of why force is used, and therefore it determines the goal of the war as well. Once the 
justice has been restored, the force has served its purpose. This principle finds its significance 
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in distinguishing endemic wars from justified wars (Neff, 2008, p. 50). The principle of Res 
has not evolved much like the previous two principles. However, it did lose part of its 
importance to the principle of Justa Causa, which has gained more emphasis over the years 
with the introduction of international law. In most cases, it can be seen to have been 
incorporated in Justa Causa (Johnson, 1999).   This principle, Justa Causa, is 
the fourth principle of the Just War doctrine and intertwines with both the previous principle, 
Res, and the last principle, Animus. Justa Causa is the legal claim that can be made about the 
Res in question and it is used to test the legitimacy of this claim. Justa Causa will always be 
in the favour of only one of the parties involved, since only one of the legal claims will be 
legitimate. In other words; one of the parties wins the Justa Causa (Neff, 2008, p. 50). It is 
this fourth principle that has become most important in contemporary judgement of warfare, 
and it is generally  seen as the only way to justify a war. The only valid legal claim is self-
defence. International use of force in any other way will either have to be justified through 
the United Nations Security Council, or will be seen as unjust (Johnson, 1999, p. 57). 
However, complications do appear here in regard to asymmetric wars. These wars are often 
fought between a state and a non-state entity. The latter one does not always recognize the 
United Nations as being an overarching organisation. As a result, these non-state 
organizations do not perceive themselves as subjects to which international law applies. I will 
elaborate on the consequences of this in the next section.     The last 
principle of the Just War theory, already mentioned briefly above, is known as  Animus. This 
principle is closely related to the latter two principles. Animus can be translated as “right 
intention” and is the subjective version of Justa Causa. This principle serves to verify the 
motive of a war. Wars that have an underlying motivation that is distinguishable from the Res 
and Justa Causa, are not justifiable, based on Animus. The Gulf War is an illustrative case in 
regard to Animus. Some writers, like McMahan and Mckim (1993), Argue that “In addition to 
the aim of preventing great economic and political power from becoming concentrated in the 
hands of an erstwhile ally and client who had been guilty of insubordination and who might 
threaten US interests, the other aims of the war included boosting the Bush administration’s 
political fortunes; diverting attention from pressing domestic problems and kick[ing] the 
Vietnam syndrome once and for all” (McMahan & McKim, 1993, p. 540). This example 
shows us that the claim that is made about the aim of a war is not always the only or the 
truthful aim. Animus is the most Christian principle of all five (Neff, 2008, p. 52). Like Res, 
Animus has lost its priority at the expense of the growing significance of Justa Causa as well. 
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   For this research I will divide Animus into several subcategories, in 
accordance to Johnson (1999). I will use ‘reasonable hope of success’, ‘overall 
proportionality of good over harm’, ‘the goal of peace’ and ‘last resort’. These subcategories 
each describe different characteristics of Animus. Examining them one by one will contribute 
to the accountability of my research.         
    A war will be labelled ‘ethically justified’ when it meets all 
five described principles. However, this is an ideal case, which is unlikely to ever exist (Neff, 
2008). Therefore, the Just War framework can be perceived as a normative framework, which 
is used to measure and compare the justness of wars and military missions.   
 
Ideally just drone warfare 
Is it ethically just to use combat UAV’s to destroy targets in a war? In this section, I will use 
the Just War theory as a theoretical framework to test the ethical justness of the use of 
weaponized drones as such. First with the theoretical case of an “ideal” drone war.  
 In this case I will focus on the use of combat UAV’s in warfare, and therefore 
disregard the use of other weapons. By doing so, we can assess whether the use of combat 
drones as such could be justified.         
   In the case of an ideal “remote controlled war”, there are two states 
involved, and possibly their allies. These states have equal technological resources and are 
therefore both in the possession of weaponized UAV’s. In other words, there is a level-
playing-field. I will use this foundation for an ideal war to assess the ethics of the use of 
drones with the Just War doctrine. By applying the five principles to drone warfare, I will 
assess whether the use of weaponized UAV’s could fit in the image of an ideal ethically 
justified war according to this theory.        
     The principle of Auctoritas does not seem to introduce 
any implications for the use of drones. The ideal drone war needs to be an interstate war, a 
requirement that is not obstructed by the use of combat drones.     
      The second principle to apply to our ideal case is 
Personae. As mentioned before, this principle’s aim is to exclude people from the right to 
fight in wars, as well as protecting people from the risk of casualties (Johnson, 1999). In this 
ideal case, in which combat UAV’s are used as weapons, the pilots are allowed to destroy 
legal targets, such as the opponent’s drones, combatants, military and possibly strategic 
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targets, as in accordance with international law. The attacks on civilian targets cannot be 
justified by Personae, since civilians are not supposed to be involved. If the parties were to 
accept these rules, which they do in this ideal war, drones do not form a threat to the 
justification of war according to the principle Personae.    As for the other 
three principles of the Just War doctrine; namely Res, Justa Causa and Animus, I argue that 
the same rules will apply for the case of drones as for any other sort of weapons, since these 
principles emphasize the motivation to use force, rather than by which means. Important is 
that an ideal drone war would be the same as any other ideal war, if it is fought with a clear 
practical motive (Res), one that is integrated in international law (Justa Causa), and it is 
motivated by a rightful intention (Animus). The latter condition will most likely affect the 
ethical justness of the use of weaponized drones. As the use of remotely controlled devices, 
equipped with precision strike weapons, are supposed to effectively lower the risk on 
fatalities, as well as lessen the collateral damage around the targets, this new development 
can be perceived as an improvement in regard to the principle of Animus. However, a 
lowered risk on fatalities has an important consequence, a part of the pressure on the decision 
to start using force is removed. As a result, the threshold to having recourse to the use of 
force will be lowered, which could pose a threat to one of the subcategories of Animus; in 
particular ‘last resort’. I will elaborate on this in the following section.    
 So the use of armed UAV’s as such does not pose a threat to the justification of an 
ideal drone war. Even though the use of armed drones could be justifies in an ideal war like 
this, it seems unlikely that states would actually merely deploy these weapons in a war with a 
level-playing-field. Both states will be destructed equally. It is doubtful if one will manage to 
ever win a war this way. This could possibly be one of the reasons that a case similar to this 
one has not occurred until the day of today.        
  The reality of contemporary wars in which these weapons are used, appears to 
be very distinct from the ideal war as described above. It is the construction of these actual 
wars, and the way this influences the usage of combat UAV’s, that poses a threat to the 
justness of the use of weaponized drones, according to the Just War theory. 
 
Drone warfare in practice 
The Just War theory is a normative theory. It provides us with the framework for an ideal 
ethically justified war, which is unlikely to ever exist. The theory is to be perceived as a tool 
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to measure and compare the justness of a certain war with the ideal. In the previous section, it 
was established that  the use of remotely controlled weaponry as such does not pose a threat 
to the justness of a war as such. However, this ideal case does not exist. Therefore, I will now 
look at the actual practice of the use of weaponized UAV’s in wars.  
 Contemporary wars, in which weaponized UAV’s are used, are, as yet, asymmetrical. 
These have proven to be far from ideal wars, since the parties involved do not have access to 
the same amount of resources.       
 Implications become immediately clear as we examine Auctoritas in regard to 
asymmetrical warfare. As mentioned, an asymmetrical war is fought between a state and non-
state actors. Consequently, it does not meet Auctoritas, since this principle states that a just 
war is fought between two states (Neff, 2008). Traditionally, it is perceived that a war should 
be an intra-state conflict. In contemporary warfare interstate wars appear as well. However, 
recent conflicts involving combat drones cannot be categorized as either of the two 
categories. This raises the question whether violent activities as such should be perceived as 
warfare as such. I will elaborate on this ethical debate below.     
    The principle of Personae can be assessed in regard to both 
sides of the conflict. From the perspective of the party that deploys armed UAV’s, the 
decision to deploy these devices is ethically justifiable according to the Just War theory. The 
new technology of the UAV’s allows armies to keep their soldiers away from the battlefield, 
in order to reduce the risk of casualties. This can be referred to as the ‘Western way of war’, 
which is based on the Western morals of risk aversion (Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 2015; 
Shaw, 2005). Traditionally, combatants used to be present in a battlefield or warzone, but this 
has changed. Nowadays, combatants can be replaced by remote controlled devices, while the 
pilots of these drones be located thousands of kilometres away from the warzone. It can be 
said that in this case the ‘aggressor’ is trying to protect its people, using the newest 
technology to do so. This decision is in accordance with the Just War theory and is therefore 
ethically just.       However, replacing humans in the 
battlefield by machines has implications on the ethics of warfare. Critics on the use of drones 
in warfare, like Williams (2010), Wall and Monahan (2011) and Enemark (2014), have 
pointed out the dehumanizing effect that is caused by this development. The more 
technologically advanced weapons become, lesser human emotions will be involved in 
waging war. Opponents will become nothing more than targets, looking like ants scattered 
around. This complicates distinguishing actual combatant targets from civilians and even 
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children (Williams, 2010). This affects traditional warfare, since it is a human activity, 
supposedly involving humans and their natural emotions (Singer, 2010). In this case, the 
RMA in question, does not merely result in a revolution in warfare weaponry, but is quite 
likely to result in a revolution of warfare as such. The dehumanizing effect of the use of 
remotely controlled weaponry in warfare will result in a lowered threshold for the use of 
force in regard to the side that deploys remotely controlled precision strike weapons. I will 
elaborate on this below, since this brings us to the principle of Animus.    
  The targeted side of the conflict experiences the use of remotely controlled 
precision strike weapons in a distinct way. An important characteristic of the distant 
asymmetrical warfare is that the actual battlefield disappears. The disappearance of a 
battlefield makes it harder for the American soldiers to distinguish combatants from civilians. 
The targets, recognizing the effective destroying capabilities of armed UAV’s, adapt their 
defensive strategy by  moving into the city centres, so that they are surrounded by civilians. 
Even though I will disregard this in my research, it should be noted that this is an unethical 
act as such. This counter-strategy complicates the strategy of the drone pilots in two ways 
First it is harder for them to distinguish soldiers from civilians, and second, there is a higher 
risk of creating collateral damage. Both of these difficulties create a higher risk on making 
mistakes. Drone-pilots do not want to make such mistakes, since making too many errors will 
most likely backfire on the United States, noting that attacking civilians is not in accordance 
with Personae.           
  The third principle, Res, states that a war needs a claim, one that can be 
perceived as the desirable goal. Theoretically, the use of remotely controlled weaponry would 
not obstruct this principle. However, drones do facilitate an easier and safer way to wage war 
than ever before. Consequently, parties might perceive this to be an effective option to fulfil 
certain interests. As a result, the use of weaponized drones contribute to a higher chance of 
the outbreak of endemic wars, since the world might even come to a point in which ‘a feeling 
of aversion’ could be perceived as a credible Res to have recourse to the use of force, using 
combat UAV’s. This lowered threshold of force brings about more implications on which I 
will elaborate below.           
   The principle Justa Causa comes forward in a similar way as Res: 
theoretically this principle does not cause any obstruction for the use of armed drones. It 
simply asks for the Res in question to be legally valid. The only implication that can occur is 
that organizations are not subjects to international law like states are. However, Paulus and 
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Vashakmadze (2009) argue that it is not hard to overcome this implication. I will not further 
elaborate on this since I want to focus on the ethical implications of the use of weaponized 
UAV’s, while disregarding the legal implications.       
     As mentioned, I have divided the principle Animus into 
the subcategories Johnson (1999) uses. The first subcategory ‘reasonable hope of success’ 
can be fulfilled in most cases of asymmetrical warfare. The party that uses weaponized 
UAV’s has access to a wider amount of resources and knows a higher level of organization. 
This could make the army of the ‘stronger’ party, in this case a state, more powerful than its 
‘weaker’ non-state enemy. However, this is not a given. Different contexts can bring about 
unexpected outcomes. For example, the ‘weaker’ party can use a counterstrategy forwhich 
the ‘stronger’ party was not prepared, think about the independence wars between the French 
army and the Algerian insurgents, who used guerrilla tactics (Porch, 1986). Additionally, 
implications can come up when violent actions backfire, and an (international) community 
turns against the ‘stronger’ party. To a certain extent, we can recognize this situation in the 
War on Terror. Attacks of weaponized drones create collateral damage. Consequently, the 
community of the targeted states turns against the West. So basically the United States is 
creating more enemies, possibly perpetuating the war indefinitely. However, I do argue that 
the United States has reasonable hope of success, in particular, of weakening the existing 
terrorist threats.     The second subcategory, ‘overall proportionality 
of good over harm’ can also be fulfilled in theory, since drones are equipped with precision 
strike weapons, which allows the user to execute targeted killings. This should result in a 
decrease of collateral damage. However, the risk of collateral damage is not fully eliminated 
and the reality proves this (Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 2015, p. 187). To illustrate this: 
Between January 2012 and February 2013, 200 people were killed by drone strikes in 
northeaster Afghanistan, of which only 35 of the casualties were intended targets (Devereaux, 
2015). Moreover, the hunt on Ayman Zawahiri, one of the CIA’s most wanted, which started 
at 2006 has cost the lives of 76 children (Ackerman, 2014). Even though these numbers seem 
disappointing, the use of combat UAV’s should still contribute to fulfil Animus.   
     The condition that a war is fought with the goal of 
peace, could theoretically, just like the first two conditions, be met. In regard to the fact that 
drones are equipped with precision strike weapons enabling the users to prevent collateral 
damage, the goal of peace could be fulfilled. However, as I mentioned before, the targeted 
societies are turning against the West as a result of the use of weaponized drones. The society 
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will militarise and rebel against Western states. This creates a tension between ‘the West and 
the rest’, which is quite likely to remain, even in times of peace (Galliott, 2013, p. 12). In this 
respect, the use of drones in asymmetrical warfare, does not contribute to the goal of peace. 
However, even though this negative side effect, the goal of peace is present. The United 
States is fighting the War on Terror to restore peace.      
     The condition of last resort requires that the entity that 
declares war has to try a reasonable amount of other, non-military means to solve the conflict, 
like negotiations and sanctions, before deciding to start using force. This condition is not met 
as naturally as the previous three. The costs of human lives is fundamental in the 
consideration to start using military means. The replacement of combatants by devices, 
results in lower costs of waging war. Since human lives are valued higher than those of 
machines, a state will be less reluctant to start using military force. The introduction of 
remotely controlled weaponry in warfare removes pressure from the decision to use force as a 
last resort, consequently lowering the threshold for the use force.     
      So can the use of drones in an asymmetrical 
warfare be in accordance to Animus? Theoretically it could. However, empirical cases point 
out that the reality is not ideal. Even though reasonable hope of success and the goal of peace 
are present and there should be an overall proportionality of good over harm, the use of 
drones may lower the threshold for the use of force.      
    Asymmetrical drone warfare cannot be fully ethically justified 
on the basis of this analysis. Personae, Res and Justa Causa do not form an impeachment to 
the use of armed drones in an asymmetric context. However, the principles Auctoritas and 
Animus could not fulfilled completely. An asymmetrical war is fought between a state and 
non-state actors, and thus fails to meet the condition of being an interstate war. In regard to 
Animus, the introduction of combat UAV’s poses a threat to the condition of the use of force 
as a last resort.   In the next section I will take a closer look to the influence of 
the lowered threshold on the use of force on warfare. 
 
Ethical Implications 
The threshold to the use of force has been lowered, as a result of technological development. 
Waging war from a distance, brings about two changes. It reduces the risk of casualties and it 
distances the complete society of the state that deploys combat UAV’s from the horrors of 
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warfare (Singer, 2010).          
 As mentioned, the New Western way of war is partially based on Western risk 
aversion (Shaw, 2005). The risk of casualties is a factor that withholds (Western) states from 
deciding to recourse to war. The use of armed drones allows the military to partially wage 
war from a safe distance. Consequently, the risk of fatalities is reduced significantly. This 
takes pressure off of the decision-making process to recourse to the use of force, which 
lowers this particular threshold (Singer, 2010).       
   Additionally, the use of weaponized UAV’s allows the society of the 
party that deploys these devices to maintain distance from the horrors of warfare (Singer, 
2010). Der Derian argues that Western societies and military will perceive warfare as a 
virtual reality, meaning that the war is mostly experienced through a series of virtual 
representations of reality (Der Derian, 2000b; Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 2015, p. 185). 
Shurtleff, another critic of drone warfare argues that “As war becomes safer and easier, as 
soldiers are removed from the horrors of war and see the enemy not as humans but as blips on 
a screen, there is very real danger of losing the deterrent that such horrors provide.” 
(Shurtleff, 2002, p. 103) Since the context of simulations, used as training, and reality is very 
similar, the distinction between the two starts to blur. The risk emerges that drone pilots do 
not fully realize the what the consequences of their actions are and consequently use force 
more frequently than they should (Der Derian, 2000a). These developments contribute to a 
lowered threshold for the use of force as well.  The threshold for the use of force is only 
lowered for one side of the asymmetrical conflict. The technologically advanced party is able 
to create opportunities to strike, but the targeted party barely even has the chance to defend 
itself. Does a one sided lowered threshold for the use of force have implications for the 
concept of warfare?      The changing nature of warfare has 
caused the emergence of an ethical debate on the implications on the conception of warfare, 
involving three main positions. The first standpoint, defended by Colin S. Gray (1999), states 
that war has not fundamentally changed. The moderate position, defended by Chris H. Gray 
(1997), Mary Kaldor (1999) and Martin Shaw (2005) among others, states that warfare has 
fundamentally changed since the introduction of weaponized drones in warfare. Defenders of 
the third position, like Williams (2010) and Bruntstetter and Braun (2011), claim that drone 
warfare cannot be perceived as warfare as such. The first position states that 
technological developments merely create add-ons to warfare that stays essentially constant 
through technological development. To defenders of this position, the Clausewitzian 
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definition of war; “the continuation of politics by other means” (Clausewitz, 1831/1976), is 
still applicable and this is unlikely to ever change. Writers like Colin S. Gray do recognize 
the evolution brought about by technological development, but they claim that warfare is 
always evolving and that the introduction of combat drones is not revolutionary (Gray, 1999). 
          Defenders of the 
moderate position argue that warfare is fundamentally changing as a result from the 
technological developments. They claim that classical writers like Clausewitz are not 
irrelevant but might become outdated at some point in the future. Kaldor (1999) distinguishes 
‘new wars’ from old wars, which are perceived as traditional wars, whereas Chris H. Gray 
writes about postmodern warfare, fought by ‘posthuman soldiers’ (Gray, 1997; Gray, 2003). 
The writers Kennedy and Rennger (2012) call this change in warfare the ‘robotic turn’, 
emphasizing the implications of removing humans from a human activity such as warfare. 
Other writers defending this position are Shaw (2005), Linden (2015), Killmister (2008) and 
Singer (2010). All writers describe drone wars as a type of warfare that is distinguishable 
from traditional warfare.          
 Defenders of the last position argue that the use of drones in warfare, cannot be 
classified as war as such. Williams (2010), argues that the War on Terror is not a war, but 
rather a streak of assassinations without a lawful process. Bruntstetter and Braun (2011) write 
that asymmetric drone warfare misses too many characteristics of war. Therefore, this type of 
warfare cannot be categorized as war. Both these writers argue that the Just War doctrine 
cannot assess whether these actions are ethically just, since these violent activities cannot be 
classified as warfare. In other words, the Just War doctrine is not applicable to the use of 
weaponized drones (Bruntstetter and Braun, 2011).       
  The position that combat UAV’s have caused a revolution in warfare has been 
advocated most often in this ethical debate (Gray, 1999). Therefore, it is important to 
examine whether this ‘remote control war’ has implications in regard to the applicability of 
the Just War theory.           
  The Just War doctrine is based on traditional warfare. This warfare has not 
experienced fundamental changes before. Above, I concluded that asymmetrical warfare in 
which combat UAV’s are used cannot be fully ethically justified according to the Just War 
framework. Do these ‘new wars’ ethically implicate the principles of the Just War theory? 
    For the principle of Auctoritas this would mean that states are 
not merely allowed to fight states, non-state actors are fought by states as well. If this 
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principle was to be adjusted in the Just War theory, asymmetric wars could be ethically just. 
    This asymmetrical component comes back in the principle of 
Personae. Only the ‘stronger’ party has the ability to replace its combatants with machines, 
or in the future possibly with robots (Bruntstetter & Braun, 2011). If the Just War theory was 
to justify this replacement dehumanization of warfare will appear. Only the ‘weaker’ party 
will experience the horrors of warfare, since this party does not have the technological 
advancement to follow this example. Consequently, different perceptions of warfare will 
exist among different societies, resulting in a lowered threshold for the use of force on solely 
one side of the conflict (Shaw, 2005).  No adjustments in to the Just War theory seem 
necessary in regard to Res. Asymmetrical drone warfare does not obstruct the involved 
parties to make a claim as a motive for the war they are waging. As mentioned, the use of 
combat UAV’s might increase the risk of endemic wars, but this possible increase will not 
resolutely affect Res.     The same argument applies to Justa Causa. The 
introduction of ‘new wars’ does not have ethical implications for this principle. Warfare 
involving armed drones does not prevent the involved parties from making a legal claim. As 
mentioned, the introduction of this type of warfare does have legal implications, but I will not 
further elaborate on those.   Animus is subject to the most influential ethical 
implication as a result of technological development. The threshold for the use of force is 
lower as a result of risk reduction and the ability to maintain distance from the horrors of war. 
To implement drone warfare in the Just War theory the Animus subcategory of ‘last resort’ 
will have to be disregarded.   Writers take different positions on the applicability of 
the Just War theory on this new type of warfare. For example, Linden (2015) and Freiberger 
(2013) argue that the Just War theory is still applicable. According to them this new type of 
warfare is simply not ethically just. By way of contrast, Killlmister (2008) argues that the Just 
War theory has become subjective. She writes that the targeted party does not get a chance to 
defend itself in accordance with the principles of the Just War theory. According to her the 
theory is either in favour of the technologically advanced country or it has become redundant. 
     On the other hand, as for the writers that do not 
categorize this as a war as such, the Just War theory is not applicable to assess the justness of 
the violent activities of both parties. The Just War framework can be used to examine the 
justness of wars, but it cannot to assess the justness of assassinations or terrorism. According 
to defenders of this standpoint, drone warfare is not a full scale war and therefore the Just 
War principles are not applicable (Bruntstetter & Braun, 2011, p. 339). 
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Conclusion 
In this thesis, I have researched the question: ‘Does the use of weaponized drones affect the 
morality of warfare as deliberated by the Just War theory?’ To answer this question I have 
tested both an ideal and a practical case on the Just War theory.     
 The case of the ‘ideally just drone war’ represents a war that is completely in 
accordance with the Just War framework, in which the only difference is that UAV’s are used 
to fight the enemy. This case points out that the use of remotely controlled weapons as such 
does not influence the ethical justness of a war.       
 The second case, based on the empirical case of the War on Terror, represents an 
asymmetrical war. Until today, drones have merely been used in this type of warfare. Unlike 
the ‘ideal case’, this warfare does have some implications. Asymmetrical war could not be 
just according to the principle Auctoritas, since it is not fought between two states. Secondly, 
the principle of Personae did not fully write off the ethical justness of the use of weaponized 
drones, but it did not fully defend it either, since replacing humans by machines brings about 
dehumanization in warfare. The third principle, Res, takes in a similar moderate position. An 
asymmetrical war that is (partially) fought with combat UAV’s, could have a clear motive 
and aim, however, this type of warfare does contribute to a possibility of endemic wars in the 
future as the use of armed drones brings about an increasing aversion against the West in the 
areas and states that are targeted as a consequence of the War on Terror. The fourth principle, 
Justa Causa, pointed out that non-state actors are, unlike states, not subjects to international 
law, as implemented by the United Nations. Therefore, this implies that there is an urgent 
need to determine whether the claim (Res) the non-state entity makes is legal. Lastly, the 
principle Animus pointed out the lowered threshold for the use of force as a result of the 
introduction of the use of weaponized UAV’s in warfare.      
  This development influences the subcategory of the use of force as a last 
resort, after having tried a reasonable amount of non-military means, for instance negotiations 
and sanctions. I argued that this is the result of reduced risk, brought about by the 
introduction of remotely controlled weaponry. In this Western Way of Warfare, the horrors 
and risks of waging war are removed from Western societies. As a result, Western people can 
only think of war as a virtual reality. This changes their perception of warfare and results in a 
lower threshold for the use of force. The armed UAV’s have made a great contribution to this 
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development. This development creates warfare in which only one of the parties involved 
experiences the horrors of war, while the other party, the aggressor, creates them.   
    The question I then proposed was: Can this still be classified as 
waging war? The War on Terror is included in the United States’ Homeland Security 
program, and should, according to the Americans, be seen as self-defence. However, it does 
not seem that the United States are fighting against an existential threat, as I argued above. 
On top of that, the United States created a killing list with specific targets. The CIA 
eliminates people that contribute to terrorist threats for the territory of the United States. In 
this war, the emphasis has shifted towards assassinating targets, that have been set in 
advance.        This development of the 
changing nature of warfare has caused a debate to emerge in which three main positions can 
be distinguished. The first standpoint does recognize some change, but its writers argue that 
this is normal. According to them, warfare is always evolving, the technological 
developments are merely add-ons to traditional warfare. They argue that the definition of 
Clausewitz is still applicable. The moderate position describes asymmetric drone warfare as a 
new type of warfare. Defenders of this position argue that the introduction of combat drones, 
and other remotely controlled weaponry, has changed warfare fundamentally. The last 
position does not categorize drone warfare as a war as such. Defenders argue that asymmetric 
warfare in which armed UAV’s are used, misses out on a couple of important characteristics 
that can categorize activities of organized violence as a war. To them, activities as such 
should rather be perceived as assassinations or terrorism.      So 
only for the first of the three main positions involved in this debate, the Just War theory 
would still be applicable. However, asymmetric drone warfare results in ethical implications 
that are unlikely to ever be justifiable in accordance with the Just War theory. Therefore, this 
type of warfare is either ethically unjust or the Just War theory needs to be adjusted to 
contemporary warfare involving remotely controlled precision strike weapons, as it is likely 
that these ‘new wars’ will appear more frequently in the future.     So 
does the use of weaponized drones affect the morality of warfare, as deliberated by the Just 
War theory? I believe, based on the research of this thesis, that it does. The deployment of 
armed drones allows armies to wage war from a distance, and therefore, reduce the risk of 
casualties. This results  in a lower threshold for the use of violence, taking pressure off the 
decision to use force. Secondly, the nature of war is changing, due to the RMA of remote 
controlled precision strike weapons. War appears to be solely one-sided when combat UAV’s 
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are involved, since only one of the parties involved in the conflict experiences the real risks 
and horrors of the use of violence. Western societies do not experience war anymore, it has 
become virtual reality. The result of this development is that war has changed in such a way 
that it is either no longer ethically justifiable or a new framework has to be constructed to test 
these new wars, as the Just War theory has become redundant. 
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